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Repent, Builder 
By Matthew J. Phillion 


“Today I gave you a heart,” the Builder said to 
his creation. The robot, chest freshly soldered, a 
living human heart beating within, looked at the 
Builder with a gaze almost human. “Today I gave 
you a heart, my prince, my little tick-tock prince, 
and tomorrow I will give you a conscience.” 

And then the Builder went to bed and never 
woke up. 

‘The robot waited for his Builder, as the sun rose 
gently outside the laboratory, a place of concrete 
and cheap tin and the scattered remnants of a thou- 
sand clocks. Little robots, siblings to the complex 
and incomplete being sitting quietly by the window, 
chattered and clicked and squealed, a cacophony of 
toys. The heart beating in the robot's chest confused 
him, It had no bearing on his mechanics, none at 
all, and, in fact, the Builder had told his creation 
that it was not the heart that kept him “alive,” but 
vice-versa. 

The heart had belonged to the 
Builder’s human son. The Builder 
had wept when the boy died in a car 
accident in Paragon City. He did not 
tell the robot how he came to own 
his son’s heart, or how he convinced 
it to beat again. He only wept softly 
as he installed the pink ball of flesh 
in the robot's chest and told him to 
keep it safe. 

“My prince. My little tick-tock 

prince. As long as you walk, my child 
still lives,” the Builder said. 
Two days passed before curiosity 
overcame the robot. He found the 
Builder, such a small and pleasant- 
faced old man, lying peacefully in his bed. The 
robot touched him, searching for the latch that 
would open him up and allow the robot to rewind 
his battery, but he found nothing of the sort. 

Before his heart, the robot had been given a 
powerful computer for a brain, and this comput- 
er was graced with an artificial intelligence of the 
highest quality. This brain had been left, for the 
most part, blank, to be filled in later with the sort 
of information he would need to walk through this 
world safely. It had a tremendous capacity for learn- 
ing, however, and already the Builder had shown 
the robot how to repair himself, and to repair the 
small brothers who prowled the old man’s factory. 

Tt was a brain that could have learned right and 
wrong, given the chance. That chance died with the 
Builder, peacefully in the dark. 
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‘The robot searched the factory for this thing the 
Builder called a conscience. He found lasers and 
gears, sprockets and tools, but nothing like a con- 
science. He asked the Builder's corpse for answers, 
but received nothing but silence in return. 

Still, he searched. The Builder would never prom- 
ise something he could not make, the robot knew. 

On the third day, the robot opened up the 
Builder's chest and attempted to remove his heart. 
It was a procedure he was ill-equipped for, and 
messily done, and in the end, he could not under- 
stand how to fit two hearts inside his own chest, 
not without killing the beating muscle already con- 
tained within. So instead the robot began to build. 

He needed parts, and these he took, often by 
force, from frightened strangers. He did not know 
there was another way. The robot, his body unfin- 
ished and unpainted but for the blood of the Build- 
er, made a ferocious visage to behold. 

Witnesses would later say that the robot would 
ask, in a monotone but gentle voice, if they had 
“ever seen a conscience.” He would ask what a con- 
science looked like. 


Inevitably, a small band of heroes learned about 
the robot. They tracked him to the laboratory in 
short order. The robot was capable of great intel- 
ligence, yes, but his young mind had not yet ab- 
sorbed all he would need to survive, and knew 
nothing of subtlety or stealth. He never expected 
reprisal for his actions, and, if robots can be sur- 
prised, he was quite shocked when the heroes burst 
into his world. 

They found him standing over one of his own 
creations, the Builder’s now dried and dead heart 
in his hands. The gruesome sight spurred on the 
heroes, who saw only a murderous and violent ma- 
chine, covered in dried blood and motor oil. 

He fought back, of course. After all, the heart 
was all he had left of his father. 

The Builder had left little record of his actions, 
and no explanation for the robot at all. The Builder, 


his chest cavity torn open by robot's clumsy fingers, 
was presumed to be a victim of murder. 

There was a trial. The robot observed the proce- 
dures with a learning eye, his artificial intelligence 
taking note of every nuance, every rule, every game 
that humans play in a court of law. In the court 
there was some confusion as to the robot's status. 
A simple machine could have been shut down, 
labeled an experiment gone wrong. But the robot 
—who had become known as the Ticktock Prince, a 
fragment scrawled in the Builder's notes — had a hu- 
man heart beating in his chest. It left legal minds, 
even those used to dealing with superhuman cases, 
baffled. Was he a man, rebuilt with a robot body to 
preserve his life? Was he an android? What purpose 
could the heart serve? 

‘The courts chose to err on the side of caution, 
and imprison the Ticktock Prince in the Ziggurat 


Penitentiary rather than shut him down. Perhaps, 
in retrospect, it would have been for the better to 
end his life, because prison provided his vast intel- 
lect an abundance of the worst sources for learning: 
the most dangerous criminal minds in the world. 

From the inmates he saw violence and selfish- 
ness. He listened to stories of murder and villainy 
and greed. He learned, and his powerful brain re- 
corded it all. Without a conscience to guide him, he 
was lost. Locked up in the Zig, however, the Prince 
could do no harm no matter what he now knew. 

Until one day there was a prison break. 

As alarms sounded and men died all around 
him, the Ticktock Prince simply walked away. He 
had brothers to bring to life, after all, brothers to 
build and many new games to play with them. He 
had learned so much about this world. 


Ghost in the Machine 
By Warren Newsom (HEROID) 


Now. 

Ben Kirby stood atop the derelict tenement 
and waited. His heavy metal hands twitched at his 
sides and when they started a metallic tapping on 
his titanium thighs, he folded his arms across his 
broad armored chest and let out a sigh 
that ended in an electronic hiss. After a 
little over three months, he was still not 
comfortable in his robotic skin. 

Across the rooftops, the King’s Row 
district looked like it was built of smoke 
and dust, held together with the mortar 
of neglect. Scraps of paper and empty 
plastic bags floated like ghosts in the 
midnight wind, The streetlights below 
gave off a feeble glow that failed miser- 
ably to defeat the enveloping darkness. 

The building across the street 
looked like the living twin of the dead 
building on which Ben stood. From the 
window of an apartment on the third 
floor, a light flickered. He watched the 
light move from one room to another, 
and when he no longer saw it at all, he 
moved. With one leap he landed with a 
thud in the middle of the street just as a 
small, squirrelly man emerged from the 
building’s entrance. Ben moyed with a quickness 
that belied his 900+ pound body. He grabbed the 
man’ belt with one gigantic hand and leapt into 
the air, hauling him over the building and across 
entire city blocks. 


Then. 

A buzz filled his ears. But it wasn’t his ears 
was it? The buzz ended just as the the lights came 
on and he could see. He looked around the room 
and realized that the colors were a bit off. The 
technicians’ clothes were all pale pink instead of 
laboratory white. His shook his head, as if to clear 
the audio receptors and video processors. Then he 


looked at himself ... at his body ... lying in the cof- 
fin-like “cockpit” of the Crey Industries experimen- 
tal Pneuma-trans machine. He looked dead. The 
rhythmic beeping of the heart monitors did little to 
comfort him. 
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For the first time since agreeing to do this, Ben 
wondered if he had made a mistake. 

A meaty fist banged on his back and he spun 
easily, surprised by his graceful reflexes. It was 
Mike, his boss and friend, the foreman at the mine. 

“Ben! You've got to get going!” Mike urged. 
“They don't have much longer!” 

Ben nodded, remembering. He took a few 
steps toward the opening bay door. The Hazard- 
ous Environment Rescue Operation Intuitive 
Drone -- HEROID -- moved with him, not like 
his own body, but close enough. A feeling of ex- 
hilaration replaced the doubt he felt before. ‘This 
equipment was different from any drill or land 
mover he had ever operated. It wasn't like he was 
driving the machine, bur rather that he and the 
machine were one. 

‘Two-hundred feet ahead smoke billowed from 
the mine entrance. Fifteen men were still down 
there. He put his mind to the task at hand and 
rushed into the roiling darkness... 


Now. 

‘The little man was terrified. “Why'd you do 
that?” he said quivering, “I could have just given 
this to you at the door.” The little man pulled a 
jump drive from his pocket and held it for Ben to 
see. 

“People notice me when I stand on the street 
fer long, It’s hard ta sneak around when yer eight 
feet tall an’ fire engine red.” 

A panel in Ben’s chest opened, exposing a series 
of ports and flashing lights. “Plug er in at the bot- 
tom, The USB port.” 

“Who's going to notice you talking to me in 
this city?” the little man asked. He plugged the 
drive into Ben's chest. “There are at least a dozen 
big robots working this neighborhood alone.” 

The empty metal gleam of the HEROID face 
looked down upon the little man.. 

“Tain’t no robot.” 
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“It is what is inside you ~- what you feel in- 
side you -- that makes you human,” Purple Nebula 
had said. 

“But Im feelin’ less every day,” he had replied. 
‘The empathic superhero just gazed at him silently, 


soe 


Then. 

Loose dirt and soot was caked on him. His 
body was still too hot to touch and sizzled and 
steamed when the techs hosed him off. Doctors 
and paramedics moved the rescued men to waiting 
ambulances as Ben watched through the clouds of 
steam. Loaded with the injured, the ambulances 
drove away with sirens blasting, leaving only the 
billowing smoke and the fire trucks to show that 
deadly disaster had been narrowly averted. 

Only the smoke, the fire trucks, and him. 

‘The techs checked every system. He was told 
to lift his arms, stand on one foot, then the other. 
They held up colored cards and said, “What color 
do you see?” But he told them that the color on the 
video processor had not been quite right from the 
get-go. They played a range of frequencies and vol- 
umes to check the audio processor. They asked him 
his name. Place of birth. Mother's maiden name. 
Except for color receptors, every system -- including 
his mind -- was functioning perfectly. 

“This thing worked great! It’s a dream!” he 
told them. “Now, when d’ya get me outta here an’ 
revive me?” 

The techs stopped their work abruptly. Those clos- 
est looked up into his optical sensors — eyes meeting 
camera lenses for a quick moment -- and then 
looked away. 


To be continued... 
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Solar Surfer 
By Matthew Wallace (Plasma) 


December 23, 1997 

A cool breeze mitigated the sticky heat of sum- 
mer as Dylan sat on his board at Kirra Point. Kirra 
was widely regarded as the best place in Australia 
to catch a wave, and Dylan's wavy blond hair and 
piercing blue eyes helped make him the prototypi- 
cal surfer. Dylan’s biggest problem was finding room 
among the teeming throng of surfers and swim- 
mers to safely catch a curl for himself. The beautiful 
weather, fantastic waves, and soft sandy beach were 
a big draw. 

“What's up, baby?” came a familiar voice. 

Dylan craned around to see his girlfriend of 
three years, Mikaela, who had traveled the world 
with him surfing the best spots on the planet. Her 
brunette mop was pulled back in a ponytail and her 
normal curls soaked flat by the sea, She was cinna- 
mon brown, her mother was a pacific islander, but 
she had also inherited the sharp cheekbones and 
aristocratic nose of her Russian father. 

“T’m just relaxing, waiting for a good set. I want 
to catch one more sweet one before we roll.” 

“Okay, baby, I'm going to go rinse off. I’ll see 
you back there,” she said with a smile. 

A few minutes later, a new set was rolling in. 
Dylan paddled strong, and hopped up to ride a per- 
fect curl. He cranked an aerial once he was up, and 
was feeling good about his last ride, when someone 
dropped in on the wave, rudely cutting in right in 
front of him. Dylan immediately realized he was 
going to collide if he didn’t do something, so he 
tried to kickout, but as he reached the crest of the 
wave, it seemed to surge under him, and he was 
suddenly airborne, falling backwards, head first. 

He felt himself break the surface of the water, 
and time seemed to expand as Dylan felt his shoul- 
der hitting sand. He realized, instantly and instinc- 
tively, he was coming down headfirst on a sandbar 
with a huge wave pounding down right on top of 
him. Like a hand touching a hot stove, he shied 
away from the contact, but there was no time to 
adjust. He slammed into the sandbar, and heard a 
sickening crack as his full weight came down with 
the wave crashing over him. The impact stunned 
him and he couldn't seem to paddle or right himself 
as the force of the wave drove him across the sand. 

Then it passed. He tried to swim upwards to 
catch his breath and find his board, but Dylan's 
thoughts were overwhelmed by sheer terror as he 
realized he could no longer feel his arms or legs. Try 
to swim as he might, he was drifting helplessly in 
the brine as darkness swept over him. 
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Beep. Beep. Beep. 

‘The steady beep of a pulse monitor greeted 
Dylan as he awakened. He could not feel his arms 
or legs. A tube was down his throat, and his lungs 
rose and fell as a machine hissed air in and out, 
mechanically doing what he could no longer do for 
himself. His eyes darted back and forth, taking in 
his hospital room. 

“Baby? You're awake!” It was Mikaela. “Oh, God, 
I thought you'd never wake up.” She rushed over to 
his side. His eyes focused on her hands clasping an- 
other man’s hand, brushing it softly as if in consola- 
tion. “Baby, that was close, you almost drowned...” 

She looked at him, and then looked away, 
fighting tears. She squeezed the stranger's hand 
desperately, and that’s when he realized: that hand 
was his. That arm was his. He felt nothing in his 
arm, and from inside panic swelled up and over- 
whelmed him. 


The doctors called it “complete C-4 cervical in- 
jury,” which was a fancy way of saying his spinal cord 
had been severed by the severe trauma to his upper 
vertebrae when he was slammed into the sandbar. 

It took months to come to terms with what it 
meant. Dylan completely lost the use of his body 
below his neck, including his ability to breathe on 
his own. He regained the ability to speak after he 
was set up with a respirator, but he had to time his 
words to coincide with the “exhaling” phase of the 


respirator cycle. 

Mikaela was an angel, staying by Dylan's side 
throughout his adjustment. She might have stayed 
with him forever, until Dylan told her he couldn't 
stand to look at her anymore. He told her to leave. 
She begged to stay, protesting that she loved him. 

Dylan loved her dearly, too, even more so for her 
dogged loyalty. But because he loved her, he wanted 
her to go and find her own life, not be tied to him 
and his shattered body. Lying to her to get her to 
leave was the hardest thing he ever had to do. 


May 23, 2002 

Dylan rolled out onto stage. It had been four 
years, five months to the day since his accident. He 
had given up surfing, and found a second love in 
writing. He drafted material with voice recognition 
software, and navigated in his chair using a control 
he manipulated with his mouth. 

Dylan’s steady improvement as a writer 
had led to this night, as he came out to receive 
the Comet Award, an honor bestowed on Paragon 
City’s best short fiction of the year. Dylan's work, 
Tide and Time, a fictional piece based heavily on 
his experience, was being honored. The audience 
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was only about half full, as many confirmed guests 
never showed, understandably unsettled by news 
reports of strange red discs appearing over the 
city’s skyline. 

Dylan spoke into the microphone as his respira- 
tor breathed for him. “Ladies and gentlemen, I ...” 
hiss “... thank you for this award.” hiss “I have to 
admit ...” hiss “... I was more than a little scared 
...” hiss “... when I embarked on this career ...” 
hiss “... choice. But it has been ...” hiss “... more 
rewarding than I could have imag ...” hiss “ 
imagined. Four years ....” 

Dylan paused as he heard a whistling sound, like 
a distant jetliner streaking through the sky, except it 
was growing louder. Dylan grabbed his remote with 
his mouth and turned his chair in a circle, but the 
auditorium seemed undisturbed. 

Suddenly the ground shook with a colossal ex- 
plosion! There were screams, and then the doors 
exploded inward on one side of the auditorium, 
spraying dirt and dust in. Shrieks of terror rose up 
throughout the room. 

“Please, remain ...” hiss “... calm! Remain 
calm!” hiss “You're not in immediate dan ...” hiss 
“... Danger. Proceed carefully to the exit ...” hiss 

. at your left. Please help ...” hiss “... others 
reach the exit.” 

The mad surge for the exit seemed to subside, 
and Dylan continued to assure people. The dust 
had settled where the doors had blown inward. 
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“Sir, if you want to come with me, I'll help you 
out of the building,” came a calm voice. Dylan 
spun himself around to see an usher. “Something 
huge crashed into the building next door. But we 
can still use the eastern exit.” 

Dylan was about to thank him when another 
whistling sound rose in pitch, and the ushers eyes 
grew wide. The sound grew improbably loud, and 
then the roof of the auditorium exploded inward as 
the building shook. Lights and rigging fell into the 
audience as a huge metal protrusion slammed down 
into the main seating gallery like a hammer, crush- 
ing hundreds of seats. 

Debris and chunks of cement continued to 
break off from the roof, from where the thing had 
crushed through the ceiling. The bulky pewter col- 
ored object was shiny, with strange luminescent 
blocks of colorful light running in sophisticated 
patterns along its length. Sparks flew from edges 
that had been damaged by the impact. Its sheer im- 
mensity was daunting. 

Like a piton driven into stone, it rested there, 
buried into the auditorium. It lolled to the side, 
pulled by gravity, tearing through the roof like it 
was made of paper. The building convulsed as the 
entire western auditorium wall was smashed flat. 
Dylan heard a sharp crack from above, and looked 
up to see a piece of the ceiling rushing down to 
meet him. 


To be continued... 
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